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First Thoughts

 

A work of historical fiction comes from the mind of the writer, but it is dependent on historical facts. When I write about relatively modern times I have not only the bare bones of history to hang my story on, but also the personal writings of the characters and their contemporaries, and a host of relevant facts and opinions to flesh out the story. The further back you go in time, the less is available to draw upon, and by the time you reach Ancient Egypt, even the facts are disputed. Egyptologists have pored through the ruins of a past civilisation, examined the colourful walls of rock tombs and their contents, studied temple hieroglyphics and self-serving inscriptions of the kings, and deciphered fragments of papyrus to paint us a picture of what society was like three thousand years ago and more. It is necessarily incomplete, for much has been lost and what has not been lost is not always understood. The history of Ancient Egypt is a work in progress.

When I, as a writer of historical fiction, attempt to tell a tale from the distant past, I work with what is given me by serious researchers. But what am I to make of a character like Setnakhte, for instance? He was the first king of the Twentieth Dynasty, and features in my trilogy, but who was he really? The facts are scanty. He had a wife called Tiy-Merenese and a son who became King Ramesses III. His parents are unknown, but possibly he was a son or grandson of Ramesses II. He reigned for two to four years and stabilised Egypt after a period of strife, possibly by defeating the forces of his predecessor, Queen Tausret. And that's about it for Setnakhte.

So what do I, as a writer of historical fiction, do when faced with this paucity of factual information? I invent, but I must be careful to remain within the bounds of plausibility. I cannot make Setnakhte a favourite son of Ramesses or an older son, for the immediate succession is clear. Nor can I make him the son of a later king such as Merenptah or Seti, for their sons (or lack thereof) are known. I have to come up with a reasonable way to let him rise to prominence later in the story while remaining hidden early on.

Similarly with other characters. Messuwy may or may not be Menmire Amenmesse, depending on which school of thought you follow. I have weighed the evidence and made my decision. Tausret's parents are unknown, but some people think Merenptah was her father. She was evidently important enough to be married to Merenptah's son Seti, which makes her a royal princess. Later on, she led her army against a challenger for the throne, where did she learn her martial skills?

And so it goes on. The bones of history make the framework of my story and I must decide which opinions will clothe the bones in flesh and skin. If I choose well, my story takes on a life of its own. 

I have researched this period extensively, and while I cannot claim to have read everything, I believe I have weighed up sufficient evidence to make an informed decision. 

 

My main sources have been:

Anglim, Simon et al, 2002, Fighting Techniques of the Ancient World, Thomas Dunne Books

Budge, EA Wallis, 1959, Egyptian Religion: Ideas of the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt, University Books

Budge, EA Wallis, 1967, The Egyptian Book of the Dead, Dover Publications

Dodson, Aidan, 2000, Monarchs of the Nile, The American University in Cairo Press

Dodson, Aidan, 2010, Poisoned Legacy: The Fall of the Nineteenth Egyptian Dynasty, The American University in Cairo Press

Dodson, Aidan & Hilton, Dyan, 2004, The Complete Royal Families of Ancient Egypt, Thames & Hudson

Petrie, William Matthew Flinders, 2005, A History of Egypt: Vol III. From the XIXth to the XXXth Dynasties, Adamant Media Corporation

Romer, John, 1984, Ancient Lives: The Story of the Pharaoh's Tombmakers, Guild Publishing

Shaw, Garry J, 2012, The Pharaoh: Life at Court and on Campaign, Thames & Hudson

Tyldesley, Joyce, 2000, Ramesses: Egypt's Greatest Pharaoh, Viking

Wilkinson, Richard H, 2000, The Complete Temples of Ancient Egypt, Thames & Hudson

Wilkinson, Richard H, editor, 2012, Tausret: Forgotten Queen and Pharaoh of Egypt, Oxford University Press

 

I would like to acknowledge Jim Ashton, an Egyptologist, and expert on the Ramesside dynasties, who kindly read through my manuscript, pointing out any errors and inconsistencies. Similarly, Sara Waldheim, an enthusiastic and knowledgeable reader of all things Egyptian, gave my manuscript her careful attention. 

Julie Napier was, as always, my 'First Reader' and I am indebted to her constant attention to my storytelling. She pulls no punches and once told me, 100,000 words into a previous manuscript, that the story lacked credibility. On re-reading it, I agreed, so I scrapped several months' worth of work and started again. Excellent reviews for the finished product have proven her right. I am truly grateful for her forthrightness and honesty.

Julie Napier also comes in for thanks as my cover artist. A skilled photographer and experienced artist, she has created all of my book covers.

I would like to thank my many readers too. Some of them wrote to me when they reached the end of my Amarnan Kings series, asking if I would write another Egyptian series. At the time, I was writing another book in a completely different genre, but I started doing some reading and eventually put my other work aside and started Fall of the House of Ramesses. 

 


 

 

Some notes on Fall of the House of Ramesses

 

 

In any novel about ancient cultures and races, some of the hardest things to get used to are the names of people and places. Often these names are unfamiliar in spelling and pronunciation. It does not help that for reasons dealt with below, the spelling, and hence the pronunciation is sometimes arbitrary. To help readers keep track of the characters in this book I have included some notes on names in the ancient Egyptian language. I hope they will be useful.

In Ancient Egypt a person's name was much more than just an identifying label. A name meant something, it was descriptive, and a part of a person's being. For instance, Merenptah means 'Beloved of Ptah', and Tausret means 'Mighty Lady'. Knowledge of the true name of something gave one power over it, and in primitive societies a person's real name is not revealed to any save the chief or immediate family. A myth tells of the creator god Atum speaking the name of a thing and it would spring fully formed into existence. Another myth says the god Re had a secret name and went to extraordinary lengths to keep it secret.

The Egyptian language, like written Arabic and Hebrew, was without vowels. This produces some confusion when ancient Egyptian words are transliterated. The god of Waset in Egyptian reads mn, but in English this can be represented as Amen, Amon, Ammon or Amun. The form one chooses for proper names is largely arbitrary, but I have tried to keep to accepted forms where possible. King Amenmesse's birth name was possibly Messuwy, though this royal name can have various spellings depending on the author's choice. It is also sometimes seen as Amenmesses, Amenmose, Amunmesse and Amunmose. I have used the first of these spellings (Amenmesse) in Fall of the House of Ramesses, and most names that include that of the same god is spelled Amen-. The god himself I have chosen to call Amun. 

Similarly, the king known in Fall of the House of Ramesses as Merenptah is often known as Merneptah. Either spelling is acceptable. 

The names of the kings have been simplified. Egyptian pharaohs had five names, known as the Horus name, the Nebti name, the Golden Falcon name, the Prenomen and the Nomen. Only the Nomen was given at birth, the other names being coronation names. The Horus name dates from pre-dynastic times and was given to a king upon his coronation. All kings had a Horus name, but by the eighteenth dynasty it was seldom used. The Nebti name dates from the time of the unification of Egypt and shows the special relationship the king had to the vulture-goddess Nekhbet of Upper Egypt and the cobra-goddess Wadjet of Lower Egypt. The Golden Falcon name conveys the idea of eternity, as gold neither rusts nor tarnishes, and dates from the Old Kingdom. It perhaps symbolises the reconciliation of Horus and Set, rather than the victory of Horus over Set as the titles are usually non-aggressive in nature.

By the time of the eighteenth dynasty, the prenomen, or throne name, had become the most important coronation name, replacing the Horus name in many inscriptions. Since the eleventh dynasty, the prenomen has always contained the name of Re or Ra.

The nomen was the birth name, and this is the name by which the kings in this book are commonly known. The birth names most common in the nineteenth and twentieth dynasty were Ramesses and Seti. Successive kings with the same birth name did not use the method we use to distinguish between them, namely numbers (Ramesses I and Ramesses II). In fact, the birth name often ceased to be used once they became king and the coronation prenomen distinguished them. Ramesses I became Menpehtyre, and Ramesses II became Usermaatre, while Merenptah became Baenre, and Seti II became Userkheperure.

Another simplification has occurred with place names and titles. In the thirteenth century B.C.E., Egypt as a name for the country did not exist. The land around the Nile Valley and Delta was called Kemet or The Black Land by its inhabitants, and the desert Deshret or The Red Land. Much later, Greeks called it Aigyptos from which we get Egypt. Other common terms for the country were The Two Lands (Upper and Lower Kemet), and the Land of Nine Bows (the nine traditional enemies). I have opted for Kemet. Likewise Lower Egypt (to the north) was known as Ta Mehu, and Upper Egypt (to the south) was known as Ta Shemau. The name 'Nile' is also from the Greek, so I have used the usual designation of the time, Great River, or Iteru.

Similarly, the king of Egypt or Kemet was later known as 'pharaoh', but this term derives from the phrase Per-aa which originally meant the Great House or royal palace. Over the years the meaning changed to encompass the idea of the central government, and later the person of the king himself. The Greeks changed Per-Aa to Pharaoh. I have decided to remain with the ubiquitous title of 'king'.

During the eighteenth dynasty, the kings ruled from a city known variously as Apet, No-Amun or Waset in the Fourth province or sepat of Ta Shemau, which itself was also called Waset; or just 'niwt' which meant 'city'. This capital city the Greeks called Thebes. The worship of Amun was centred here and the city was sometimes referred to as the City of Amun. I have called this great city by its old name of Waset.

Ramesses II built a new capital city in the eastern delta and called it Per-Ramesses, meaning literally 'House of Ramesses'. Merenptah moved the capital to the ancient city of Men-nefer, known to the Greeks as Memphis, as this city belonged to the god Ptah and Merenptah was literally 'Beloved of Ptah'.

The gods of Egypt are largely known to modern readers by their Greek names; for instance, Osiris, Thoth and Horus. I have decided to keep the names as they were originally known to the inhabitants of Kemet, Asar, Djehuti and Heru. The Greek names for unfamiliar gods can be found in the section Places, People, Gods & Things in the Fall of the House of Ramesses at the end of this book.

Mention should be made of the incidence of writing amongst the characters in this book. It is generally accepted that no more than 1% of ancient Egyptians were literate and that knowledge of the complex hieroglyphic writing was the purview of the scribes and priests. Hieroglyphics are commonly seen in the formal inscriptions on temple and tomb walls. However, there was also another form of writing in ancient Egypt. This is called hieratic writing and is a form of cursive script used for writing administrative documents, accounts, legal texts, and letters, as well as medical, literary, and religious texts. This form of writing is commonly found on papyrus scraps, painted on wood or stone, or scratched onto pottery ostraca (shards). Thousands of these have been found, often closely associated with the lower strata of society, and it is believed that many more people were at least marginally literate than is commonly accepted. There is every reason to believe that people for whom some form of notation was essential to their everyday lives were capable of some level of writing.

When I refer to a person writing in Fall of the House of Ramesses, it should not be assumed that the person is fully literate, but instead has knowledge of writing consistent with their place in Egyptian society.
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Chapter 1

Year 9 of Baenre Merenptah

Year 1 of Userkheperure Seti

 

The Royal Barge 'Wisdom of Ptah' sailed slowly upriver from Men-nefer, its great painted sail bellied out from the fresh northerly wind, its bow wave white against the deep green of the Great River. The current reduced its progress to no faster than a man could walk along the riverbank, but that did not matter as Prince Seti had given orders that the oarsmen be rested. Now, they lay back on their benches or sat looking out at the passing reed beds, without a care in the world. The captain of the barge, together with a small crew of experienced sailors, managed the course of the vessel, manoeuvring as needed to avoid other craft on the wide river, a herd of pehe-mau blowing and snorting in the shallows, or wind-ruffled water where contrary winds might impede their progress. Sun-dazzles sparkled on the waters and birds called from the reed beds, mingling with the sounds of lowing cattle in the green fields and the murmur of men's voices from the rowing benches.

Prince Seti Meryenptah, heir to the throne of Kemet and favoured son of Baenre Merenptah, king of Ta Mehu and Ta Shemau, Son of Re, Contented with Ma'at, lounged on cushions beneath a wide awning on the foredeck next to his sister wife Lady Tausret Setepenmut, and contemplated the Great River that spread out before and around them. He yawned and stretched in the shade offered by the awning, and pointed to the great stone edifices on the plateau beyond the western shore, now slipping slowly past.

"I shall build something as magnificent when I am king," Seti said. 

"Those ben-ben?" Tausret asked, shading her eyes. "What is magnificent about them? They look neither ornate nor grand. You will build far greater monuments to celebrate your reign. Long may that day be delayed, of course, for I would not wish ill on the king your father," she added.

"Of course. My father is old but my grandfather was older still when he died. I am sure he will be king for many years yet. But have you never been up close to them, to the pyramids of stone?"

Tausret shook her head, making the delicate golden lotus blossoms in her wig tinkle like cool waters on a hot day.

"I stood beneath 'Khufu's Horizon' once and craned my neck to see to the top. The sun reflected off the polished casing stone as if it was beaten silver or gold, a flare of glory as if I looked into the face of Re. When I turned away, my eyes aching, it was several minutes before I could see clearly. They are truly huge, you know. I paced along the base for over two hundred steps and still did not reach the corner. Such are the works of our ancestors, and I would bring those days back."

"You would build a pyramid?"

"Why not?"

"If they are as big as you say, it would be a lot of work. Very expensive too."

Seti shrugged. "Perhaps, but it would be a magnificent achievement, wouldn't it? How long has 'Khufu's Horizon' been standing? A thousand years? Remember what grandfather Usermaatre used to say? The House of Ramesses will last a thousand years. I would like to build something that lasted that long, so men could look on it and say, 'How glorious were the days of King Seti that he could leave that as a monument to the gods and the Land of Kemet'."

"Then you must build it, dear husband, when you take your place on Kemet's throne," Tausret said. "But first things must come first. We must see what is amiss with your tomb in the Great Field, and correct it."

Seti nodded, dragging his gaze away from the now diminishing pyramids of stone that were disappearing into the haze behind them. "It will be a good opportunity to reacquaint myself with Waset and the palace there."

"Are you thinking of making Waset your capital?"

"I don't know. Per-Ramesses is too far north, it's more suited as a military base to guard the northern borders. Men-nefer is beautiful, but Waset is ancient and has a certain grandeur."

"There are some in the south who are less than friendly, husband," Tausret said. "Amun has favoured your brother Messuwy."

"All the more reason to stamp my authority on the city then. Messuwy won't give me any trouble if I cut off his support in the city."

"What will you do with him?"

"Nothing for now. If he behaves himself I might reward him with a governorship of one of the northern sepats."

"I will feel better with him in the north, husband. Especially as he has a living son. Being a brother of the next king and already with an heir makes him dangerous."

Seti reached over and squeezed Tausret's hand. "Siptah is not much of an heir, and we will have a fine son yet, Queen of my Heart."

Tausret nodded and smiled. "Our next child will be a healthy boy. I feel it in my waters."

"A king must have an heir," Seti mused.

"And I will give you one." Tausret looked askance at her young prince. "Do not think I will let you sow your royal seed in another woman's field."

"Hush, my love. You will always be my Queen, my principal wife."

Tausret withdrew her hand from Seti's. "Your only wife, husband. If you pleasure yourself with slaves when I am indisposed, that is one thing, but I forbid you to marry anyone else."

Seti stared at his wife. "You forbid me? Must I remind you that I will be king when my father, may he live a million years, joins Re? No one forbids the king."

"I will be queen..."

"If I allow it..."

"...and you will not so dishonour me as to put me aside for some palace slut."

"Enough, woman," Seti snapped. "Your chatter draws the pleasure from the day. I will be king and my word will be law."

Tausret scowled, but held her tongue, not wanting either of them to take up positions from which neither of them could reasonably withdraw. "Let it be as you say, husband...for now," she added under her breath.

A hail from the watchman at the stern interrupted their thoughts and the captain hurried forward. He bowed and held his hands out at knee level.

"A boat closes with us, Prince Seti. It flies the palace colours."

"A messenger?" Seti got to his feet and stared past the captain. "For us, or does he carry some news elsewhere?"

"Who can say, Prince Seti?"

"Let him catch up then."

The captain ran off, shouting orders to his sailors, who hauled on ropes, spilling wind from the sail. The barge settled lower as it slowed, and Seti walked to the stern to watch the smaller vessel overhaul it. As it came within hailing range, a man stood up and shouted across the water.

"Message for Prince Seti."

The captain looked at Seti, who nodded. "Come alongside," the captain shouted.

The boat scudded closer and then at the last minute dropped its sail, easing in close alongside the barge. A man threw a rope up and a sailor tied it off, another lowering a knotted rope for the kilted messenger who swarmed up on deck.

"Prince Seti," the messenger said, bowing low and extending his hands. "A letter for you."

"From the king?"

The messenger removed a flat package from a pouch at his waist. "From Tjaty Merysekhmet, my lord."

Seti took the folded papyrus, examined the seal and then broke it, scanning the few lines of writing, his lips moving silently. He took a step back and breathed hard, turning to look downriver.

"What is it, husband?" Tausret asked. "Bad news?"

Seti handed his wife the letter and stared at the messenger. "Did you come for me alone or do you carry letters to other people?"

"I have letters for the governors of every southern sepat, my lord."

"Do you know the contents of this letter? Of the others?"

The messenger licked his lips. "No, my lord, not exactly, but... there are rumours."

"You will keep those to yourself." Seti thought for a few moments. "You know who I am?"

"My lord?"

"Who am I?"

"Y...you are Prince Seti, Crown Prince and...and Heir."

"So in light of my position and the rumours you have heard, you will obey my commands instantly?"

"Y...yes, my lord."

"Then you will forget the rest of your mission and return immediately to Men-nefer. On the way there, you will intercept any other boat heading upriver and order them back, on pain of death. You will tell them it is on the orders of the king. Do you understand?" Seti beckoned the barge captain closer. "Have the barge turned and exercise your oarsmen. We return to Men-nefer and I want to be there by nightfall."

The messenger saluted and scrambled back into his boat while shouted commands from the captain resulted in the sail coming down with a clatter and the oarsmen rushing to their places. The barge heeled over as the current caught it, and a few unsecured objects splashed unheeded into the river.

Tausret came to stand by her husband and took his hand in hers. "Can it be true?" she asked.

"Merysekhmet would not say it unless it was."

"Our father the king is dead." Her voice trembled and she wiped away a tear. "Oh, husband, I grieve for us both, for he was as a father to me..."

"Enough, Tausret. Control yourself. We will grieve later but for now, we are the only people on board who know the truth. I would keep it that way."

"But why?"

"Was the letter not plain enough? The king has died suddenly and possibly at the hand of another."

"That cannot be. Who would dare?"

"I can think of one."

Tausret considered for a few moments, and as the oarsmen picked up the beat of the oars, sending the craft surging downriver, she nodded. "Messuwy."
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Men-nefer was in an uproar by the time the 'Wisdom of Ptah' docked at the royal wharf and Seti disembarked. Within minutes of his arrival, Tjaty Merysekhmet and a squad of soldiers trotted up and worriedly greeted the heir to the throne.

"Thanks be to the gods the messenger found you so quickly, my lord."

"What is the news? Has my father the king truly died?"

"Yes, my lord, and I fear his death was not natural."

"You have evidence of this?"

The Tjaty shuffled his feet and looked away. "The physicians are not in agreement, but it is possible the neru pehut administered something a little while after you left."

"Has the man been questioned?"

"He was sent for but is missing. I have soldiers scouring the city for him."

Seti thought for a few moments. "What measures have you taken to contain the news, Merysekhmet?"

"Contain, my lord? I... I have already sent out messengers to all the cities and towns of Ta Mehu and Ta Shemau as is the custom."

"Well, it's too late to call them back, but close the city gates at once and put a guard on the docks. No word must leak out until I have everything in hand."

Merysekhmet bowed and immediately issued orders to the officer of the guard. Men ran off to carry out the heir's commands. "What is your will, my lord?"

"Convey Lady Tausret to the women's quarters and see that she is guarded. Then bring the physicians to me in the throne room, together with..."

"Husband, I am coming with you," Tausret said quietly.

"It would be better if you did not," Seti said, frowning. "I mean to find out who or what killed my father, and it may be that I must put men to the question."

"He was my father too, and as for blood, I have seen it before, husband, and will not faint at the sight of it, nor quail at the necessity of spilling it."

Seti nodded. "Come then, if it please you."

Merysekhmet and the remainder of the guard escorted Seti and Tausret to the palace and thence to Merenptah's inner chamber where tapers had been lit against the twilight creeping over the city. The embalmers were present, gathered about the bed, waiting impatiently to convey the king's body to the Place of Purification. They grovelled when Seti strode in and pushed them away from the bed.

He looked down at the waxen body of his father and took one cold hand in his. Tausret stood beside him with tears in her eyes. "What is that stink?" Seti asked. He rounded on the embalmers. "Have you started your work without permission?"

"No, my lord," said the head embalmer. "We have not touched the Son of Re."

Merysekhmet waved the embalmers aside and said in a low voice, "The smell is from the ointment applied by the neru pehut, my lord. Mentmose, the chief physician has taken a sample from the king's nether regions, and has his opinion as to what it is."

"I will be interested to hear it."

The Tjaty had sent word ahead, and the palace physicians awaited the heir's pleasure with varying degrees of trepidation in the throne room. When Seti and Tausret walked in, they all bowed and extended their hands at knee level. 

Seti stared coldly at the assembled physicians for a while, making them all feel thoroughly uncomfortable, as evidenced by sidelong looks and shuffling of feet.

"Where is Ahmes, the neru pehut of my father?" Seti asked at last.

"He is still unaccounted for, Son of Re," Merysekhmet said. "The soldiers are searching."

Seti opened his mouth to correct the Tjaty's form of address, and then realised that he was, in truth, now the King and Son of Re. He nodded to Merysekhmet.

"Mentmose, you are chief of all the palace physicians, and was familiar with the health of my father the king. Was his death natural?"

Taking his cue from the Tjaty, Mentmose bowed low again before addressing his king. "Son of Re, Baenre Merenptah was an old man and displayed many of the attributes of age. He suffered from toothache, from distensions of the anus, and from many aches and pains of the joints..."

"Yes, I know all this," Seti snapped. "Answer my question."

"Any number of ailments could have proved fatal, Son of Re..." He saw the look of anger settling on Seti's face and hurried on. "...but it is my considered opinion that he was poisoned."

Tausret gasped. "Poisoned? How?"

"A cream had recently been applied to the...the swollen parts of the king's anus, my lady. This cream had a sharp, unfamiliar smell, so I took some to examine it more closely."

"And what did you find?" Seti asked.

Mentmose drew himself up and unconsciously posed as if lecturing to his students in the House of Life. "I compared the small amount of odiferous cream to every sample of medicinal plant that we have in the House of Life, and though it did not match any exactly, it was closest to some used by the priesthood in the mysteries of the god Min. I then took some of the cream from the king's anus and applied it to the soft skin of the inner cheek lining of a slave, watching him closely for symptoms..." The chief physician broke off as Tausret made a moue of distaste. "My lady, I could not risk anyone of importance. As it was, no lasting harm came to the slave."

Tausret shook her head. "That was not what concerned me. You took the cream from the king's anus and..." she grimaced. "Never mind. Please go on, Mentmose."

"My lady." Mentmose bowed again to Seti before continuing. "Son of Re, after a short time, the slave said his cheeks felt numb, his throat dried out and his eyes became sensitive to light. He cried out and fell down, shaking and talking nonsense, but then slowly recovered. My lord, my lady, it is my considered opinion that his sickness arose from the cream. He survived because he was young and healthy, but your father the king was already in ill health. Whatever was in the cream was enough to kill him."

"And the cream had to have come from the neru pehut," Merysekhmet said.

"What say the rest of you?" Seti asked of the other physicians. "Is this how the king died?"

Several physicians nodded or murmured agreement. Two or three muttered under their breath and one complained, "I would like to have tested the cream myself. It is possible there was some other cause."

Seti recognised the complaint as little more than professional jealousy and ignored it. "Find Ahmes and I shall put him to the question," he ordered.

Nothing more could be resolved in the absence of the neru pehut, so Seti dismissed the physicians and retired with his wife to his inner chambers and ate a light meal. After his repast, Seti called Merysekhmet to him again.

"This cream, this preparation that Ahmes used," Seti said. "Where did it come from? Did Ahmes make it himself, or did someone send it to him?"

"I don't know, Son of Re. I will make enquiries."

"Have any letters or packages arrived from the south recently?" Tausret asked.

"The south, my lady? Er...it has been several days since...that was when the letter came for you from the Overseer of the Great Field, Son of Re. It was brought to you by the Royal Butler Bay."

"He may know if anything else arrived. Send for Bay."

Bay arrived, decked in the finery of his exalted position within the palace household and bowed low before Seti, hands held extended at knee level. 

"Bay, you brought me a letter a few days ago from the Overseer of the Great Field. Do you remember?"

"Yes, Great One."

"How did it come to be in your hands? Royal messengers deliver letters direct to the king, the Heir, or the Tjaty."

"You have said it, my lord. Royal messengers have immediate access to the king, the Heir, or the Tjaty, but lesser ones often come to me, knowing I have been granted much status in the royal household. This letter from the Overseer of the Great Field came with others to diverse members of the household, and as soon as I recognised what it was, I delivered it to your hands."

"Was anything else delivered? A pot of ointment perhaps? For Physician Ahmes, the neru pehut?"

Bay lowered his gaze, hesitating just a fraction before answering. "My lord, no delivery came for Physician Ahmes."

"You are certain of this?"

"Yes, my lord."

Seti pondered the Royal Butler's response for a few moments, then said, "Ask around, Butler Bay. This pot of ointment that fell into the hands of Ahmes must have come from somewhere. I would know where it came from and who sent it."

"I shall ask of the palace servants, my lord."

Bay bowed again in preparation of leaving the royal presence but a clamour outside Seti's chambers interrupted him. He stood and stepped back at the attention of the royal couple and the Tjaty turned toward the entrance. The guards, upon a signal from Tjaty Merysekhmet, rushed to open the doors and hauled Ament, the Captain of the Palace Guard inside.

Ament bowed low and addressed Seti. "Son of Re, we have discovered Physician Ahmes, neru pehut to your father, King Baenre."

"Then why have you not brought him into my presence, Ament? Send for him at once. He has much to answer for."

"Alas, Son of Re, I could not, for when I found him he was already dead."

"Dead? Who, knowing I desired words with him, dared to kill him?"

"He...he seems to have taken his own life, Son of Re. He lay on the floor in a storage room with his throat cut and a blood-covered knife in his hand."

"An admission of guilt, I think," Merysekhmet murmured.

"And convenient," Tausret added.

"Convenient? How so?"

"Convenient for the guilty ones, my lord. It is hard to imagine that Ahmes contrived to kill the king because of some slight done him, but is more likely some other person persuaded him to this course of action. We cannot now question the neru pehut and determine who his conspirators were."

"No, curse the man," Seti said. "I want this investigated fully. Who spoke to Ahmes in the last month? Where did the ointment come from? Who sent it? How did it get into the palace? Someone must have seen something, so..." Seti broke off and looked at Bay. "Are you still here, Bay? You have your instructions already, go now."

Bay bowed again and hurriedly left the inner chamber while Seti and Tausret started an earnest conversation with Tjaty Merysekhmet.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Royal Butler Bay speaks:

 

I left the royal chambers with the sweat of my terror cold upon my limbs and could scarcely believe that others had not seen my guilt written upon my features. Although I had denied it to his face, I felt sure the Heir had detected something amiss with my answer. I knew, of course, whence the pot of poisoned ointment that had slain King Baenre came, it must have been the pot that came from the southern city of Khent-Min, wherein the king's son Messuwy, my brother-in-law, lives. The pot that I passed on to the neru pehut. If once Prince Seti makes that connection, my life is lost.

I hurried to my room and sat on my pallet, thinking what I should do. My inclination was to flee the palace at once and somehow make my way upriver to Messuwy, and plead with him for protection. If I left now, it might be dawn tomorrow before my absence was noted, but then the obvious connection would be made and soldiers would be dispatched to hunt me down. Besides, I have no guarantee that Messuwy would protect me. Living within the royal palace at Men-nefer, I am of use to him as a source of information, but as a refugee, I am useless. I can ask on the basis of my relationship, brother of his dead wife Suterere and uncle of his son Ramesses-Siptah, but that is all. It is not as if Messuwy has gained anything by this assassination, Seti is Heir and he will soon be King, unless he plans more killing.

What must I do to survive? The answer is plain, I must ensure that the connection is never made. The chain linking the courier that brought the poison to court, me, and Physician Ahmes, must be sundered completely. Ahmes is dead, slain by his own hand...and for a moment his action beckons enticingly. I have no doubt that if the king, the new king, puts me to the question to find out what exactly was my complicity, I will beg for the mercy of a swift death. Better to end it myself with only a little pain. Well, perhaps, if no other route can be found. Think, Bay, think, while you still have time.

The courier that brought letters from the south and the fatal ointment has left Men-nefer, and by the time he returns he may have forgotten the particulars of what he brought. Even if he remembers he brought a pot for Ahmes, who is to say it was the fatal pot? It could conceivably have been any concoction brewed by anyone. At least, it could be any concoction until I am put to the question, then they will force a confession from my lips. So, how do I avoid that?

There is also the servant who carried the pot from me to Ahmes, what was his name? His could be an inconvenient memory, and one that will be hard to hide. Moreover, I cannot rely solely on obliterating the trail that leads to my door. I must create a false trail that points in another direction...but how? I can invent another courier, another person from whom the poison came, but all it takes is a cursory investigation, a few pointed questions, and my duplicity is laid bare.

The evening grew old and I was running out of time. What was I to do? Perhaps the answer lay in the task the heir had given me, ask the palace servants if they know anything about the pot of ointment. I knew where it came from and how, but they did not. Could I muddy the waters sufficiently to obscure my part in it?

I changed into fresh tunic and kilt, for my others are sweat-stained and stinking. I donned my finery and the badges of my office, for I must command respect and fear among the servants, thereby deflecting any suspicion. After settling my nerves with a cup of wine, I made my way first to the wing of the palace where Ahmes had his room, where I found the servants who clean and fetch and carry for the physicians. I adopted my most daunting demeanour and addressed them.

"Who is responsible for the rooms of Physician Ahmes, neru pehut to King Baenre Merenptah?" I ask.

They looked at one another nervously and then pushed one of their number forward. He looked panic-stricken and tried to step back among his fellows, but they closed ranks against him.

"Rem is the man you seek, sir," muttered one of them.

"Only one?" I asked. "Do no others clean or fetch and carry for him?"

"Dede helps sometimes, sir," Rem said, plucking at the arm of another young man.

"Very well. Rem and Dede, you will stay behind. The rest of you can go."

The other servants fled, leaving their two hapless fellows behind to face my wrath. I stood and stared at them for what must have seemed a long while. I have found that a studied silence can often achieve more than harsh questions.

"So," I said softly after a time. "Which of you was it who delivered the pot of poisoned ointment to Physician Ahmes?"

Both men blanched. Rem fell to his knees, arms outstretched imploringly, while Dede stuttered and stammered, protesting his innocence.

"Come, do you take me for a fool?" I asked. "I have never met a servant who is completely innocent. I can see it in your faces that you are guilty of something. What is it? You had better tell me or I will have you whipped and thrown out of the city."

"My lord, I...I am guilty of nothing more than...than taking a little medicine for my sick daughter," Dede assured me. "Perhaps a little cloth to use as a bandage, my lord, but soiled cloth that was being discarded."

"And I a little food, my lord, but only scraps," Rem declared. "The dregs of the beer pot too, but everyone does that."

"I do not," I said coldly.

"No, of course not," Rem said hastily. "I only meant that...that..." He trailed off, looking miserable.

"Forget such paltry crimes," I said. "I am interested in greater things. A pot of poisoned ointment was delivered to Ahmes within the last few days. What do you know of that?"

"N...nothing, my lord," Rem said.

Dede also shook his head, but then opened his mouth, hesitated and closed it again.

I dismissed Rem to his duties and turned once more to Dede.

"Yes?" I asked. "You were going to say something?"

"Forgive me, sir, but I was only going to say that Semut brought a small sealed pot to Ahmes three days ago. I took it from his hands myself. He said you gave it to him, sir."

I frowned, as if thinking hard. "This is the Semut who works under Overseer Mentu? You are sure of this?"

"No, sir," Dede said. "It was Semut on Chamberlain Ptahmut's staff."

"This is strange," I said, "for I have never employed either Semut as a courier. One must ask why he would say I had given him the pot for Ahmes when I plainly did not."

"I don't know, sir."

"Well, of course you don't. I wouldn't expect you to." I stroked my chin as if in thought. "It is plain that this Semut seeks to lay the blame elsewhere, covering up the guilt of one of his associates." I stood in silence a while longer and then I smiled. "You have done well, Dede, and I shall not forget you. Where are you from, that I might praise you in the proper quarters?"

"From the village of Seb-ammit, my lord. It is in the west."

"And your name, Dede, that sounds almost like a Ribu name?"

The man essayed a tentative smile, soothed by the pleasant tones in my voice. "I was named for my grandfather, sir. He was once a trader from the western desert and rich, by Seb-ammit standards anyway."

"Well, perhaps you will soon be as rich as him, Dede. I may need to summon you soon. Be ready to come at once. Oh, and say nothing to anybody of what we have discussed."

I dismissed him and Dede left with his chest puffed up with pride. The seeds of a plan were sprouting in my mind and I thought I could construct another trail that would bypass me.

I am a great believer in getting others to do unpleasant tasks for me, but sometimes it is best to keep things close to the chest. Semut and Dede were the living links in the chain that bound me to Ahmes, and I would have to sever these links, for Semut might well remember that I handed him the poisoned pot. Some men become fat when they have good food and are required to do little physical labour, but I have always tried to keep my body lean and muscular. That would serve me now.

I summoned the Semut I knew and when he arrived, gave him some innocuous duty, and told him to meet me behind the palace stables at midnight, intimating that I needed his assistance in apprehending a spy.

"Would the guards not be more suitable, Butler Bay?" he asked.

"Why should they get all the glory...and all the gold? I have heard they are offering ten deben of gold for his capture, and I am willing to split it with you. Of course, if you don't want to..."

Semut assured me he would be there, and hurried off about his duties. I sent for Dede and gave him similar instructions. They were both young men, but even youth cannot stand against a blade in the silent shadows. I waited for them, hidden by the night, and first one, and then the other, died on my blade and severed the link. I put a bloodied knife in each dead hand, then cleaned myself thoroughly and hurried to the Tjaty, spinning a tale that would make me look good.

"I made enquiries amongst the palace servants, my lord, and I think I might have found the culprit. One of the servants of Physician Ahmes is a Ribu by the name of Dede. In light of Baenre Merenptah's defeat of his people, maybe he sought revenge."

"But why would Ahmes get involved in his revenge?"

"I do not know, my lord, but maybe we can ask this Dede."

"Indeed. Where is this Ribu now?"

"I saw him leaving the palace in the direction of the stables, my lord, and bade Semut of Chamberlain Ptahmut's staff keep an eye on him."

Tjaty Merysekhmet sent for the guard and ordered them to search for Dede, starting with the stables. They were back after only a short time, with the news that both Dede and Semut were dead, apparently having killed each other.

"So he was guilty after all," I said to Merysekhmet. "He must have seen Semut following him, thought he had been found out and attacked him. Oh, it is my fault that worthy young man Semut is dead."

"Nonsense," Merysekhmet said. "You were not to know. However, I don't suppose we shall ever know the full truth of it now that he is dead. I shall have the other servants in the Physicians quarters questioned."

"I doubt you will find out more than I did, my lord."

The Tjaty nodded. "You have done well in rooting this plot out, Butler Bay. Be assured that I will mention you favourably to Prince Seti. No doubt there will be a reward."

"I seek only to do my duty, my lord," I said. "That is reward enough." I bowed deeply and withdrew, satisfied with my night's work. I had protected Messuwy and been of service to Prince Seti. Whichever man won out and claimed the throne of Kemet, my future looked good.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

Year 1 of Userkheperure Seti

 

Messuwy's servants shivered and hid themselves when their master's temper flared. Even little Ramesses-Siptah cried and hid his face in the folds of his nurse's robe when his father stalked about the house in Khent-Min in agitation and shouted at anyone who got in his way or spoke to him. The eldest son of Baenre Merenptah succumbed more to the cold sweat of fear with every passing day, and wished that he had Sethi by his side to bolster his courage. It was fifteen days since Messuwy had given the little pot of poisoned cream into the hands of the messenger, a pot addressed to his late wife's brother Bay, and as soon as he had handed it over, his fears began. His imagination conjured visions of Bay betraying him, of the plot discovered, and the king's guards arriving to arrest him and drag him off to an ignominious and degrading death. As the days passed without discovery, his fear changed to excitement that his plan really was going to work, and with the passage of yet more days, to anxiety that something had gone wrong. 

By the tenth day, he knew to look for the passing of the royal barge bearing Prince Seti on his way to his tomb in the Great Field, and for the news of the king's death to arrive from Men-nefer. It was now the fifteenth day, and ominously, there was no news whatsoever from the northern capital. He had sent trusted men downriver to spy on the city but they reported it shut up tighter than a sheep byre with wolves about.

"Nobody comes and goes, sir, but something's going on." The spy hesitated. "The Royal Barge returned sudden-like, sir, with Prince Seti aboard, a day after he sailed. I have that from a farmer what seen it. Don't know what it signify though, sir."

Messuwy dismissed the man with silver and went off alone to think about it. Part of his plan had already failed in that Seti had not taken the bait and gone south to the Great Field where Sethi was waiting to kill him.

What of the king though? Is he dead, or has that plan failed too? It could be that the whole plot had been discovered, that Bay and Ahmes were being put to the question and that soon they would discover Messuwy's part in the conspiracy. How long can they last? Should I flee before the king sends soldiers after me?

The thought of capture, disgrace and public execution filled Messuwy with horror, and he at once decided that he would not wait meekly in Khent-Min for the king's soldiers. He would flee to Waset, consult with Sethi and the Hem-netjer of Amun, Roma-Rui, and together they would determine what must be done. Messuwy felt the claws of terror gripping his bowels relax at the thought. Sethi would know what to do, and so would the High Priest. The protection of Amun would fold over him, and even the king would hesitate to act precipitately.

Messuwy issued his orders. A man was sent to ready a boat for the trip south to Waset, another to gather such wealth as his estates could muster at short notice and yet another by swift boat to warn Sethi of his imminent arrival. He debated whether to take his son Siptah with him, but decided against it. If he decided to make a stand in Waset, to claim the throne for his own, he did not want to be encumbered with a small child. Better to leave him with his nurse in familiar surroundings in Khent-Min. But what of Seti if it should come to war? Will he punish Siptah for my actions? The thought gave Messuwy pause, but he dismissed it as unlikely. No man wages war against children, and if I succeed, he will not dare.

Messuwy slipped away as soon as everything was ready, taking his gold and silver, a dozen members of his household as a guard, and his hopes. The boatmen cast off from the docks of Khent-Min, attracting as little attention as possible, and quickly hoisted the sail, catching the north-easterly breeze. Fishing boats plied the green waters, but there were few other boats and certainly no messenger craft carrying letters between the two kingdoms. Messuwy urged the boat captain to greater efforts, handing over extra silver to have the oars used whenever the wind died away, and by the third day came in sight of the great walled city of Waset.

Sethi met him on the docks with a large squad of soldiers and escorted him toward the Great Temple of Amun, where Hem-netjer Roma-Rui awaited them. Messuwy could not wait until they arrived at the temple however, being consumed by fear and trepidation.

"What news? Did we succeed? I have heard only that Seti turned back to Men-nefer."

"I know little more," Sethi replied. "My spies believe the king is dead, and Seti alive, but nobody knows what else is happening."

"So what do we do?"

"That is what we must discuss... Guards, alert!" 

A number of soldiers of the Amun legion trotted into view and blocked the street ahead of them. The men and women crowding the streets of the capital melted away down alleys and drew back from the armed men. Sethi signalled his men to halt and strode forward to confront the line of soldiers.

"By what authority do you block our way?" he demanded. "Who is your captain?"

A tall Kushite soldier with a gold armband and faience pectoral pushed through to stand in front of his men. "I am Captain Tarqa of the Amun legion, and I act under the authority of Tjaty of the South, Neferronpet. I have orders to take you into custody, Lord Sethi."

"On what charge?"

"That you did conspire with the enemy Ribu for the overthrow of the king."

Sethi stared and then laughed. "That is nonsense. Now get out of our way."

Tarqa rapped out an order and the soldiers behind him lifted their spears. "You will come with me, Lord Sethi."

Messuwy strode forward to stand beside Sethi. "You recognise me, Captain Tarqa?" he demanded.

"I do, sir."

"This man..." Messuwy indicated Sethi, "...is a member of my household and as such is under my authority."

"I am sorry, sir, but I have my orders."

"From Tjaty Neferronpet, yes, you said. I am the king's eldest son though, will you disobey me?"

Tarqa looked uncomfortable. "I have my orders, sir," he repeated.

"And you are to be commended for loyally attempting to follow them, but blind adherence to duty will get you killed, Captain Tarqa, you and many of these fine fellows behind you. Must we shed blood to resolve this issue?"

Tarqa looked down and scuffed the dust in the street with one sandaled foot. His hesitation encouraged Messuwy.

"My man Sethi will remain by my side, Captain Tarqa," Messuwy went on. "But you alone are welcome to accompany us to our destination. If the Tjaty convenes a legal court to charge my servant and can produce evidence, I will turn him over to you. Agreed?"

"My lord..." Sethi muttered. "You must not..."

"Are we agreed, Captain Tarqa?" Messuwy demanded.

"What is your destination, sir?"

"I go to the Temple of Amun to offer thanks after my voyage to his holy city. There I will converse with the Hem-netjer of the god."

"And then you will turn him over to me?"

"When a proper court is convened and the evidence of his guilt is produced."

"I... I must send word to the Tjaty," Tarqa said.

"Do so, by all means," Messuwy replied, "but in the meantime, stand your men aside for I mean to worship at Amun's feet and it would not be wise to interfere with his worship in his own city."

Messuwy started forward, striding toward the levelled spears of the soldiers of the Amun legion. At a quick order from their captain, they raised their lances and moved aside. Sethi and the members of Messuwy's escort followed the king's son toward the temple. Tarqa quickly gave a message to a runner and sent him off toward the Tjaty's palace, and then trotted after Messuwy.

They entered the temple precinct by the side gate, past the small temple of Ptah, and were met by a senior priest of Amun. The priest bowed and led them across the open forecourt and into the maze of corridors and rooms inside the Great Temple. Sethi instructed the guard to wait outside while he, Messuwy and Tarqa followed the priest inside. The priest handed lit torches to the others and bade them follow. Their footsteps reverberated in the narrow stone corridors and in darkened chambers and through dimly lit halls they glimpsed other priests engaged in temple duties or taking their ease. Odours of incense wafted over them, and sounds of low rhythmic chanting washed over them like a wave surge. Walls decorated by representations of the god flickered in the lamplight, making the images of Amun move. Tarqa's breath came faster and he made the sign of protection as they wound their way deeper into the temple complex. Finally, mounting a long curving staircase, they found themselves in an airy room atop the tallest part of the temple.

"Wait here," Messuwy instructed the Kushite captain.

"Where Sethi goes, I go," Tarqa declared.

"These men have been summoned by the Hem-netjer of Amun," the priest said to Tarqa. "You have not."

"Nevertheless, I will accompany Sethi, for I am charged with his custody."

The priest sighed. "Captain, you are not invited into his holy presence, so you will wait here or suffer the consequences."

Tarqa looked uncertain. "Consequences?"

"Nobody enters the Hem-netjer's presence unbidden. If you persist, I will summon priests to send you quickly to the ground." The priest smiled and indicated the window that looked out on the temple pylons and hypostyle hall, and further away, the river and western cliffs. "Come, you are a loyal soldier of Amun and I know you do not want to cause offence. Let me send for food and drink and you may take your ease while these gentlemen are with the Hem-netjer."

Tarqa gave in and watched as Messuwy and Sethi passed beyond the heavy curtains into the presence of the Hem-netjer.

"Welcome, Lord Messuwy." Roma-Rui smiled and added, "Or should I perhaps say 'Son of Re'?"

"What have you heard?" Messuwy asked sharply. "You have news?"

Roma-Rui nodded.

"I have heard little, despite my network of spies," Sethi said. "It is possible the king is dead, but that is all."

"The king is dead," Roma-Rui stated. "Of that you can be sure. As to the rest, there is a measure of uncertainty. Prince Seti remains in the palace and is thought to be investigating the manner of his father's death. I imagine he hopes to lay the blame at your door, Lord Messuwy."

Sethi shrugged. "It is of no concern. No matter how hard they dig, they will find it hard to provide proof of our involvement in the king's death, and without it Messuwy son of Merenptah has an excellent claim to the throne of the Double Kingdom."

"Not as good as if Prince Seti had died too," Roma-Rui said. "If that had occurred as planned, then none could deny him his rights."

"There is no good weeping over what might have been," Sethi said. "We must decide what to do now, before any support for the young prince can arise."

"None will support him over me," Messuwy declared. "I am the eldest son of the king."

"But not the Heir," Sethi pointed out. "In fact, you have no official position within the kingdoms. Make no mistake, my lord, the north will declare for Seti. Our only real hope is to declare for the rightful king here in the south and be prepared to fight for what is ours."

"That is a bold plan," Roma-Rui declared, "but can you back it up with soldiers? You will need an army."

"Who would dare march against their rightful king?" Messuwy asked.

"Many would," the Hem-netjer replied. "So where is your army?"

"There is the Amun legion..."

"Which is under the control of Tjaty Neferronpet and Commander Merenkhons."

"Merenkhons? Who is he loyal to?" Sethi asked.

"Difficult to say. He works closely with Neferronpet though."

"Then we must do away with them both."

"There are junior officers loyal to Amun, but even if you should claim their loyalty you will need more than one legion to counter Seti's army."

"There is the Kushite legion. It is at full strength and more men could probably be raised at short notice," Sethi said.

"They are under the command of King's Son of Kush, Khaemter. Can you be certain of his support?" Roma-Rui asked.

"Of course," Messuwy said at once.

"Perhaps," Sethi corrected. "Openly, he is loyal to the king, but in private he has indicated he will favour my lord Messuwy."

"We must make certain of him," Roma-Rui said. "To move against Prince Seti with only one legion would be suicidal."

"You were happy enough to do it before," Messuwy grumbled. "What has changed? Or are you losing heart?"

The Hem-netjer of Amun scowled. "I am guided in all things by the will of Amun. He has made it plain that he will support you as king, but he requires us to make you king in the first place. Our original plan called for the death of the king and the Heir, leaving only you as candidate for the throne. The king is most likely dead, but the Heir is not. This puts a completely different complexion on things. With the Heir dead, men would flock to your standard, with him alive, the north with follow him and, I think, the south too. All you have to support you is the goodwill of the god, the Amun legion, and possibly the Kushite legion. I'm just saying it might not be enough."

"I have a natural claim to the throne," Messuwy said. "My father was Baenre Merenptah and I am his eldest son. On top of that, I have the support of Amun. The people must accept that."

"Fornicate the people," Sethi said. "They are cattle and unimportant. They will do as they are told or suffer the consequences. It is the nobles we must convince."

"How do we do that?"

"Gold. You must be prepared to be generous."

"I am not a wealthy man," Messuwy complained.

"What? Despite all the gold you have skimmed off the king's mines in Kush?" Sethi laughed. "You are wealthier than you know, but you don't have to part with much gold if it distresses you. Promises will turn many heads, promises of land and position once you are king."

"Well, that's all right then. Get to it, Sethi. Deliver me the nobles and perhaps I'll make you my Tjaty."

"You are most generous, my lord," Sethi said. He sketched a bow to disguise the anger he felt. "I would rather remain by your side though."

Messuwy laughed. "Too much opportunity to enrich yourself, eh? You'd prefer to let another man busy himself with the affairs of government while you plunder the king's mines. Well, just remember that I will be king, and that those mines will be delivering the gold to my treasury. I don't want my servants stealing from me."

A muscle jumped in Sethi's jaw as he lowered his eyes. "I merely wish to serve you, my lord. Your good will is reward enough."

Roma-Rui coughed, wishing to spare Sethi the embarrassment being heaped upon him by Messuwy. "So we must delay announcing your succession it seems, but for how long? If we move too soon we risk not having support, but if we wait too long, Seti will crown himself king and we become mere rebels."

"I cannot risk claiming the throne if nobody supports me," Messuwy declared. "I need an army." He glared at Sethi. "If I have so much gold, I should be able to buy one."

"It is easy enough to buy men," Sethi said, "but they will be of dubious quality. If a man once sells himself for gold, more gold might buy him again. Such men cannot be relied upon."

"So buy me soldiers. Round up a few thousand Kushite tribesmen and arm them, promising them gold and cattle once they have conquered Kemet for me."

"As my lord commands."

"And how long will that take?" Roma-Rui asked.

"A few months," Sethi replied. 

"That long?" The disappointment was heavy in Messuwy's voice.

"Such things cannot be hurried."

"So we must delay after all?" Roma-Rui asked. "And become rebels?"

A smile tugged at Sethi's lips as he regarded the Hem-netjer. "They will call us rebels until we succeed, and then none will dare."

A priest coughed gently from beyond the curtains and slipped into the room, bowing toward the Hem-netjer. "A messenger comes from the north, Hem-netjer. The vessel flies the royal banner."

"What does that mean?" Messuwy demanded.

"Official news from Men-nefer," Roma-Rui said. "I would hazard it carries news of the king's death and Seti's accession."

"What do we do?"

"There is nothing you can do, Lord Messuwy," Roma-Rui said. "Bow to the inevitable, for now. Greet the messenger, attend upon Tjaty Neferronpet and pretend joy at your brother's imminent enthronement. As for you, Sethi, I advise you to flee ahead of the news, else you will be arrested. This priest will show you a way out that avoids the soldiers waiting for you."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

Year 1 of Userkheperure Seti

 

Tjaty Neferronpet was in an ill humour, having spent much of the previous night suffering from a burning sensation in the pit of his stomach. Every time he lay down, burning fluid would rise into his throat, forcing him upright again. He nibbled on a little dry bread, hoping it would soak up the fluid, but the respite it provided was only temporary. From past experience, Neferronpet knew there was a more lasting remedy, but it inevitably ruined his digestion the next day, so he resisted the temptation to call the physician. As the moon set he was able to put it off no longer and gagged on the clay-based slurry the physician offered him. It calmed the burning sensation but sat like a stone in his belly, and he knew he would find it hard to digest his food the next day. Rest was more important though, so the Tjaty snatched a little sleep before dawn.

His spies brought him interesting news mid-morning, and he broke off the court case he had been adjudicating with relief. It was all he could do to remain awake during the long speeches by plaintiff and defendant, so he hurriedly adjourned to consider the news. Lord Messuwy, eldest son of Baenre, would be docking at Waset sometime after noon, and his servant Sethi had been seen in the city. He could not help but think the two facts were connected.

"Send for Commander Merenkhons," he instructed a servant.

When the commander of the Amun legion arrived with his adjutant, he told them of the news he had received. "I want Sethi arrested. He is still wanted for questioning concerning possible traitorous actions."

"Lord Messuwy too?" Merenkhons asked.

Neferronpet considered carefully and shook his head. "Not without evidence of wrongdoing. He may hold no official position but he is still the king's eldest son. Just arrest Sethi on those old charges of aiding the Ribu and put him in the dungeons." 

"Those charges were never proved," Merenkhons said. "if they could be, the king would have moved against him long ago."

"It doesn't matter, it'll be enough to arrest him. Then I'll notify the king and see what he wants done."

Merenkhons sent the adjutant off with his instructions, and joined the Tjaty in a light meal of beef, bread and beer. They sat out on a veranda where cool river breezes eased the heat of the day.

"No news from court?" Merenkhons asked.

Neferronpet looked up sharply, his eyebrows coming together. "A strange question coming from you. Why do you ask?"

"Forgive me, Tjaty, I did not mean to pry into official business, but everyone knows Men-nefer has been shut up tighter than a roach's arse for days. Something's going on and I wondered if you'd heard anything."

"I dare say we'll know when we're meant to know."

"Of course." Merenkhons stared into his cup and swirled the creamy beer for a few moments. "It's just that there's a rumour the king's dead."

Neferronpet stared at the Amun legion commander. "I wouldn't go voicing that around."

"You must have heard the rumours though."

A twinge of pain stabbed in his gut, and the Tjaty turned away, massaging his belly. "Rumours," he muttered. "Dangerous rumours."

"Even more so if he really is. Perhaps that's why Messuwy has come to Waset."

"He'd be better off going to Men-nefer if his father's dead. Why come to...gods preserve us...he wouldn't..."

"What?"

"The bastard's going to bid for the throne."

Merenkhons smiled. "A bastard he is not. He's the eldest son of Baenre..."

"But not the Heir, and that fact has rankled ever since he was passed over. This is his chance, while there's no word from the capital."

"You worry too much, Neferronpet. He cannot claim the throne without the army at his back and the Amun legion is loyal."

"You are certain of this?"

"Of course. I am the Commander and I am loyal to the king and the Heir."

"And are you equally certain of all your officers? Your men?"

"They will do as they're told."

"Need I point out that the leadership of the legion could change between one breath and the next? I'd hate to see you lose your life because of another man's ambition."

Merenkhons grimaced. "Sethi is being arrested as we speak. Do you want me to have Messuwy arrested too? I could do it, you know."

Neferronpet shook his head, stifling a belch. "Too dangerous. He has supporters within the city. No, I must send word of the situation to Men-nefer and wait for orders."

"Well, there are a few things we can do in the meantime," Commander Merenkhons said. "I'll confine the legion to barracks and have the officers whose loyalty is in any doubt relieved of duties. I can lock the city up tight until we hear what's happening."

Merenkhons left the palace to set about securing the city, and Neferronpet sought out his physician. The physician listened intently to the list of symptoms the Tjaty described and mixed up a further series of potions to alleviate the feeling of sickness that had resulted from the clay slurry imbibed earlier. A servant held a bowl while Neferronpet vomited, and then the physician examined the vomitus, stirring the thin liquid with his forefinger. He sniffed the fluid and wiped it on his robe before signalling the servant to take it away.

"Your stomach contents are excessively sour, my lord. I will prepare you some clay pills you can take if you suffer again from the burning affliction, but you must watch your diet. Avoid meat and fish, partake of no bread, nor beer and wine."

"You mean to starve me?" Neferronpet grumbled. 

"Drink only plain river water," the physician went on. "You may eat most vegetables, but make sure you take plenty of lettuce and onions, garlic, melons, cucumber, and dried dates and figs."

The Tjaty felt hungry after emptying his stomach, and the thought of a meatless diet made him irritable, to say nothing of having to do without good strong wine from his own vineyards. He sent orders to the kitchens for a variety of vegetables and fruit, but also for a roasted goose and some fatty beef. Servants brought him wine and cool river water, and he took his lunch on a secluded veranda, reading through various letters from the governors and mayors of the southern cities. Despite his irritation and hunger, he took some heed of the physician's words and only ate meat moderately and watered his wine.

A discreet knock on the doorpost took his attention away from the troubles of the mayor of Ta-Senet, who complained of depredations on outlying farms by desert dwellers. He made a quick note to follow up on this complaint, and looked up to see who disturbed him.

"Forgive me, Excellency," a servant said. "A vessel is approaching the royal wharf, a messenger boat, flying the royal banner."

Neferronpet put aside his scrolls and the remnants of his lunch and got to his feet, feeling excitement building inside him. "Call out the guard," he instructed. "I will go to the docks to meet the messenger."

A short time later, Neferronpet emerged onto the royal wharf, slightly out of breath, just in time to see the messenger leap from the boat and be greeted by Messuwy. He pushed forward in alarm, telling his guard to follow close behind.

"Lord Messuwy, what are you doing here?"

Messuwy turned and stared at the slightly dishevelled Tjaty. "I came to see if there is news of my royal father. What is that to you?"

Neferronpet looked past Messuwy to the messenger. "You have letters for me? Tjaty of the South, Neferronpet?"

"Yes, Excellency," the messenger said, bowing deeply with hands extended.

"And for anyone else?" Messuwy asked.

The messenger looked sidelong at Messuwy and hesitated, looking back at the Tjaty. Neferronpet nodded and the man said, "No, my lord."

"Then come up to the palace and you can deliver your letters," Neferronpet said. He turned and ushered the messenger toward his guards. Messuwy followed, and the Tjaty turned back to him.

"Forgive me, my lord," he said. "There are messages I must attend to..."

"Which might be from my father the king."

"Indeed. And you may be sure that if they concern you, I will send for you to make his wishes known."

Messuwy bristled at the idea that he would be sent for like any lowly servant, but could think of no retaliatory argument. Instead, he scowled and watched the Tjaty hurry off to the palace with the royal messenger.

Neferronpet took the messenger back out onto the veranda, accepted the written message from the sealed pouch, and indicated the food and drink from his meal. "Please eat and drink as you will while I read this letter." He broke the seal on the papyrus scroll and carried it to the steps down into the palace garden before opening it and reading.

He read silently, though his lips moved as he sounded out each syllable. As the import of the words sunk into his understanding, he put his hand to his head, his mouth dropping open in shock. He looked over at the messenger gainfully working his way through a platter of roast goose, and asked, "Do you know what's in this letter?"

The messenger looked up, swallowed and wiped his chin with one hand as he stood up. "Begging your pardon, Excellency, but...er, sort of. I mean, I don't know what's in the letter, exactly like, but I can guess."

"It's true then? The king is dead? Poisoned?"

"He's dead, Excellency, yes. As to how, well, nobody's said for sure. The court's as busy as a kicked anthill though, so something's up."

"All right," Neferronpet said. "Go back to your meal." He called for a servant and told him to find Merenkhons immediately.

The servant bowed low. "Excellency, Lord Messuwy awaits your pleasure."

Neferronpet considered for a few moments and then told the servant to show Lord Messuwy into the audience chamber. "Then go and find Commander Merenkhons. Tell him to attend on me urgently."

Leaving instructions for the messenger to be allowed to finish his meal and then be shown to a private room, the Tjaty walked through the palace to the audience chamber where he often heard disputes in his capacity as the king's deputy in Ta Shemau. There was a raised throne in the chamber to seat the king should he ever visit Waset, and a slightly smaller one the Tjaty occupied during formal occasions. Neferronpet's jaw tightened as he entered the chamber and found Messuwy waiting for him, seated on the royal throne.

"That is hardly fitting, Lord Messuwy," he said. "Even I who represent the king in Ta Shemau do not sit on the king's throne."

Messuwy shrugged, but did not get up, forcing Neferronpet to cross to the lower throne. "I am the son of the king. What news have you?"

"You are no longer son of the king, for the king your father is dead."

Messuwy leapt to his feet. "I knew it!" The animation in his face slipped away and was replaced by a look of avarice. "What else?"

"There was nothing else," Neferronpet said. "I grieve for you, my lord. King Baenre will be sorely missed."

Messuwy waved a hand nonchalantly. "Yes, yes. Did the letter say nothing about..." he hesitated. "Anything else? The succession, perhaps?"

"Prince Seti has already been named Heir. I cannot think the king would change that on his deathbed."

"You would tell me if there was anything else?"

"Of course." Neferronpet kept his face impassive as he sketched a shallow bow. Messuwy did not return the courtesy, nor offer the deeper obeisance due the position of Tjaty, but instead stalked out of the audience chamber as Merenkhons hurried in.

"Much good it will do you, Merenkhons," Messuwy snarled as he left.

"My lord?" Messuwy did not reply, so Merenkhons watched him go and then bowed to Neferronpet. "You have news?" he asked.

"Indeed I have. Come and sit beside me." Neferronpet pointed to the dais steps and seated himself as Merenkhons approached.

"The messenger was from Men-nefer? It's official?" Merenkhons sat on the steps and looked eagerly at Neferronpet.

"King Baenre Merenptah ascended to Re seventeen days ago. His son and heir, Prince Seti Meryenptah will mount the Double Throne."

Merenkhons whistled. "Someone's going to be upset."

The Tjaty nodded, his expression thoughtful. "I cannot see him accepting his younger brother's elevation quietly, but there's more. Baenre was poisoned. His neru pehut introduced a poisoned cream to the king's body."

The legion commander gaped. "Assassinated? Has the neru pehut admitted why he did it?"

"He died by his own hand before he could be arrested. It seems a palace servant plotted with him. The servant was of Ribu descent, so we must assume it was revenge, perhaps for a family member killed in the invasion four years ago. The servant is also dead."

"Thank the gods for that, then," Merenkhons said. "Better a simple plot by disgruntled servants than a palace plot involving the nobility or..." He broke off and looked toward the servants at the door before shrugging. "It would mean civil war."

"It may yet," Neferronpet murmured. "You should have seen Messuwy's reaction when I told him his father was dead. There was no grief or even sober reflection, but rather joy and calculation. I don't think the news came as a surprise."

"The king was an old man."

"True, but though I cannot say exactly what was amiss, I thought there was more to it."

"You think he knew the king was about to die? Gods, you don't think he actually had a hand in it? You said a Ribu servant was responsible."

"That is what the letter from Men-nefer said. Royal Butler Bay says there is no doubt." Neferronpet frowned and watched the servants cleaning the walls of the chamber.

"How did Messuwy react to the news of the poisoning and the Ribu involvement?"

"I didn't tell him." The Tjaty saw Merenkhons' look of surprise and offered a wry smile. "I'd like to choose who hears about that and when. It's not that I suspect him...not really...but if I thought that the news might precipitate a response from him...I don't want complications."

"He's bound to hear soon. Better from your mouth than garbled gossip."

Neferronpet nodded. "I'd like to decide what I'm going to do first."

"What do you mean?"

"There's one other thing the letter mentioned, Prince Seti is on his way up to Waset. He's probably half way here already."

"That's no surprise, I suppose. Like his father Baenre, he'll be making a progress to the principal cities. Waset is a logical stop."

"Baenre came with just an honour guard. Seti is bringing the Ptah legion. The Royal Barge and five transports in all. You don't bring that many troops unless you're expecting trouble."

Merenkhons shifted uneasily. "The Amun legion is loyal."

"I don't doubt it, but Waset has ever had an uneasy relationship with the House of Ramesses, something that Messuwy, Sethi and Roma-Rui have fostered."

"Traitors all, my lord Tjaty. Let me act against them and deliver a peaceful city to the king when he arrives."

"A thought that had crossed my mind."

"Give me the word and it is accomplished."

"You have already sent men to arrest Sethi. Has that happened?"

"He seems to have eluded the fool I put in charge. My men are scouring the city, though. We'll find him."

"You can't arrest the Hem-netjer of Amun; you don't have the authority. Neither do I, for that matter, so that must wait on Seti's arrival. I believe it would be useful to deliver Messuwy to him, though. Do you think you can detain him without fuss?"

"I'll throw him in a dungeon so fast his feet won't touch the ground."

 "No. There must be no arrest. He is still the next king's brother and has been charged with no crime, let alone been proven guilty. Detain him, politely but firmly, and let him be held alone and in comfort until Seti arrives. Can you do it?"

Neferronpet stared at the commander's face as he wrestled with the difficult task he had been given. Neither man saw one of the servants slip out of the audience chamber.

"What if he resists?"

"Then subdue him, but let no lasting harm come to him."

"All right. If that's what you want, I can do it," Merenkhons said.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

Year 1 of Userkheperure Seti

 

The royal barge 'Wisdom of Ptah' arrived at Waset, but remained in mid-river, the oars stroking slowly to keep the barge stationary while the troop-carriers disgorged the Ptah legion onto the docks. Commander Besenmut was under orders to make his disposition of the men under his command look like nothing more than an honour guard, but he also had to make absolutely certain of the safety of Prince Seti, so he drove the populace back, ringing the area with armed men.
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